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HSTA 320: Birth of Modern America, 1877-1919 
Professor Jeff Wiltse 
LA 251 / jeffrey.wiltse@umontana.edu 
Office Hours: T: 9-10, Th: 1-2 
Course Description and Learning Objectives 
 
The history of the United States from 1877 to 1919 is largely the story of Americans responding to 
profound social, cultural, and economic changes that seemed beyond their ability to control. The 
institutions, ideologies, and structures that ordered the nation’s locally oriented, mostly agrarian society 
during the nineteenth century were unable to cope with the advent of large-scale industrialization, mass 
immigration and migration, rapidly expanding cities, mass communication, and the emergence of a 
nationwide popular culture. Americans struggled, sometimes violently, during the late-nineteenth and 
early-twentieth centuries to create new institutions, ideologies, and structures that would bring order to 
their changing world. The order they created is, in modified form, still with us today. In this class, we will 
explore the myriad changes that transformed the United States during this period and study the social, 
political, economic, and cultural struggles that shaped the emergence of Modern America. We will pay 
particular attention to the public debates about key issues of the period. The primary learning objectives 
for this course are: 
 
1. Enable students to develop a sophisticated understanding of U.S. history from 1877 to 1919 
2. Immerse students in public debates about crucial issues in U.S. history from 1877 to 1919 
3. Improve students’ ability to communicate ideas, both verbally and in writing 
4. Develop students’ ability read critically, think analytically, and synthesize information into a 
coherent understanding. 




The following books are required for the course. Copies are available in the bookstore. 
 
Rebecca Edwards, New Spirits: Americans in the Gilded Age, 1865-1905 
John Milton Cooper, Pivotal Decades: The United States, 1900-1920 
 
In addition, you will be reading articles and book excerpts that are available as pdf files on the course 
Moodle page. Please refer to the “Course Schedule” for a full listing of these readings. 
 
The reading load for this course is not excessive. I expect you to complete all the assigned reading in 
preparation for each class and be prepared to discuss the readings. The documents will require careful 
attention and thoughtful engagement. You will need to study them—not just skim them. By carefully 
studying the documents in combination with one another, you will not just learn their content but also 
develop the vital intellectual skills of analysis and synthesis. 
 
Assignments and Grading 
 2 
 
Exam #1   25 points 
Exam #2   25 points 
Short Research Paper  20 points 
Class Participation  20 points 
Quizzes   10 points 
 
Exam #1 will cover course content from the Unit 1 (the Gilded Age), and Exam #2 will cover course content 
from Unit 2 (the Progressive Era). These in-class exams will consist of a variety of assessment tools, including 
essay questions and short-answer questions. I intend the exams to challenge you and truly test your 
knowledge and understanding of the material covered in the course. I encourage you to study diligently for 
the exams—both to reinforce and enhance what you have learned and so you can earn a good grade. 
 
The research paper is six-to-seven pages long and will be based on newspaper and periodical sources 
available online through keyword searchable databases on the Mansfield Library webpage. No additional 
secondary source research will be required for this assignment. 
 
Quizzes will occur six times during the semester. You will respond to a question about the reading(s) 
assigned for that class session. To do well on the quizzes, you will need to reference specific information 
from reading(s) to support your answer. The quizzes serve two functions. They hold you accountable for the 
assigned reading(s) and activate your thinking in preparation for the class discussion. Quizzes may not be 
made up. I will throw out your lowest quiz score. 
 
Every student must participate in class discussions. I will provide a set of reading questions for most class 
sessions that will focus your attention on the critical topics and themes covered in the readings and serve as 
the basis for our discussions. Use these questions to prepare yourself to participate in the discussions. 
 
*Attendance is required. If you have more than three unexcused absences during the semester, you will 
receive an F for class participation. Your final grade is based on the sum total of your scores for the term. 
Final grades are figured at 90=A, 80=B, 70=C, 60=D. Below 60 is an F.  The dividing line for minuses is _3; the 




Neither plagiarism nor any form of cheating will be tolerated.  The work you submit in this course must be 
your own.  When you draw from the words and thoughts of others, acknowledge it in footnotes. Plagiarism 




The last day to drop a class by Cyberbear is January 31. The last day to drop with instructor and advisor 
signature is March 15. A WP or WF will appear on your transcript for courses dropped after this date.  April 




Unit One: The Gilded Age 
 
Thu, Jan. 10: Course Introduction 
 
Tue, Jan. 15: Gilded Age Overview I 
Read:  Edwards, New Spirits, Introduction, “An Uneasy Peace,” “Reach,” “Work,” and 
“Money” 
 
Thu, Jan. 17: Gilded Age Overview II 
Read:  Edwards, New Spirits, “Youth,” “Sex,” “Science,” and “Faith” 
 
Tue, Jan. 22: Gilded Age Overview III 
Read:  Edwards, New Spirits, “A State of War,” “Cooperative Dreams,” “Executive 
Powers,” and Epilogue 
 
Thu, Jan. 24: Industrial Capitalism and Its Critics 
 
Read: Henry George, Progress and Poverty, (1879), excerpt. 
Joseph T. Finnerty, “Testimony before the U.S. Senate Committee on the 
Relations between Capital and Labor,” (1883). 
Samuel Gompers, “Letter to Judge Peter Grosscup,” (1894). 
Andrew Carnegie, “Popular Illusions about Trusts,” (1900), excerpt. 
William Graham Sumner, “The Concentration of Wealth: Its Economic 
Justification,” (1902), excerpt. 
 
Tue, Jan. 29: Labor and Radicalism 
 
Read: Michael Schwab and George Engel, “Haymarket Speeches,” (1886). 
Fitz John Porter, “How to Quell Mobs,” North American Review 141 (October 
1885), 351-60. 
Knights of Labor, “Preamble,” Constitution of the General Assembly (1878-
1892). 
George Frederick Parsons, “The Labor Question,” (1886). 
Eugene Debs, “Socialism,” (1904). 
 
Thu, Jan. 31: Gilded Age Governance 
 
Read: Grover Cleveland, “Veto of House Bill 10203” (1887). 
Omaha Platform of the People’s Party (1892). 
In Re Debs, 158 U.S. 564 (1895) 
Lester Frank Ward, Mind as a Social Factor (1884), excerpt. 
Herbert Spencer, “From Freedom to Bondage,” (1891), excerpt. 
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Tue, Feb. 5: Race and Power in the New South 
 
Read: Ida B. Wells, “Self Help,” in Southern Horrors (1892). 
Booker T. Washington, “Atlanta Exposition Address” (1895). 
Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 US 537 (1896). 
W. E. B. DuBois, “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others” (1903). 
Frank Clark, “Speech in Defense of Segregation” (1908). 
 
Thu, Feb. 7: Voices from Indian Country 
 
Read: Young Joseph, “An Indian’s Views of Indian Affairs,” North American Review  
(April 1879). 
Chief Charlot, “The Indian and Taxation,” (1876). 
“Proceedings of a Council with the Sioux Indians of the Fort Peck Agency, 
Montana,” (1886). 
“Eyewitness Accounts of the Wounded Knee Incident,” 433-49. 
Zitkala-Sa, “The School Days of an Indian Girl,” Atlantic Monthly (Feb. 1900): 
185-94. 
 
Tue, Feb. 12: American Imperialism 
 
Read: Albert Beveridge, “A Defense of Imperialism,” (1900). 
Theodore Roosevelt, “The Strenuous Life,” (1899). 
Jane Addams, “Democracy or Militarism,” (1899). 
William Jennings Bryan, “The Paralyzing Influence of Imperialism,” (1900). 
Mark Twain, “To the Person Sitting in Darkness,” (1901). 
 
Thu, Feb. 14: No Class—Study for Exam #1 
 
Tue, Feb. 19: Exam #1 
 
Unit Two: The Progressive Era 
 
Thu, Feb. 21: Progressive Era Overview I 
Read:  Cooper, Pivotal Decades, xiii-xvii, 1-89. 
 
Tue, Feb. 26: Progressive Era Overview II 
Read:  Cooper, Pivotal Decades, 90-189. 
 
Thu, Feb. 28: Progressive Era Overview III 




Tue, Mar. 5: Progressive Era Overview IV 
Read: Copper, Pivotal Decades, 268-376. 
 
Thu, Mar. 7: Immigration and Ethnicity 
 
Read: Louis Adamic, Laughing in the Jungle (1932), 3-20. 
Samuel Bryan, “Mexican Americans and Southwestern Growth,” The Survey 
(September 1912): 726-30. 
E. A. Ross, The Old World in the New (1914), 282-304. 
Horace M. Kallen, “Democracy versus the Melting Pot,” The Nation (February 
25, 1915). 
 
Tue, Mar. 12: Progressive Reform 
 
Read: Jane Addams, Twenty Years at Hull-House (1910), 67-76, 117-135. 
Herbert Croly, The Promise of American Life (1909), excerpt. 
Theodore Roosevelt, “New Nationalism Speech,” (1910). 
Muller v. Oregon, 208 U.S. 412 (1908) 
Reforms Passed in Wisconsin, 1909-1911 
 
Thu, Mar. 14: The Rights of Women 
 
Read: Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Solitude of Self,” (1892). 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Women and Economics (1905), excerpt. 
Rheta Child Dorr, What Eight Million Women Want (1910), excerpt. 
Margaret Sanger, The Case for Birth Control (1917), excerpt. 
Anti-Suffrage Cartoons 
 
Tue, Mar. 19: Consumerism and Popular Culture 
 
Read: Sadie Frowne, “The Life Story of a Polish Sweatshop Girl,” in Holt, ed., The  
Life Stories of Undistinguished Americans (1906), 34-46. 
Walter Dill Scott, “The Psychology of Advertising,” (1904), excerpt. 
Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), 102-116, 167-69. 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Women and Economics (1905), excerpt. 
Maxim Gorky, “Boredom,” The Independent (1907): 309-17. 
 
Thu, March 21: Research Paper Preparation 
 
Tue, March 26: No class—Spring Break 
 




Tue, Apr. 2: Hetch Hetchy and the Conservation Debate 
 
Read: Gifford Pinchot, “Prosperity,” The Fight for Conservation (1910). 
John Muir, “Hetch Hetchy Valley,” The Yosemite (1912). 
“Hetch Hetchy Debate before Congress,” (1913).  
George L. Knapp, “The Other Side of Conservation,” North American Review 
(April 1910), 465-81. 
 
Thu, Apr. 4: Debating U.S. Involvement in World War I 
 
Read: Woodrow Wilson, “Declaration of War Message,” (1917). 
George W. Norris, “Speech Against American entry into World War I,” (1917). 
Randolph Bourne, “The War and the Intellectuals,” (1917). 
Eugene V. Debs, Anti-War Speech in Canton, Ohio, (1918). 
 
Tue, Apr. 9: No Class—Prepare for Exam #2 
 
Thu, Apr. 11: Exam #2 
 
Tue, Apr. 16: Individual Meetings to Discuss Research Papers 
 
Thu, Apr. 18: No class—Work on Research Paper 
 
Tue, April 23: No class—Work on Research Paper 
 
Thu, April 25: Hand in Research Paper and Complete Course Evaluation 
